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Abstract 



The purpose of this study was to determine 
the relationship cf scciceconcmic variables and selected 
attitudinal factors to the levels of living of rural 
families in low income counties in the South. A total of 
1,474 white and Negro families from 7 Southern States 
(Alabama, Kentucy, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, 
Tennessee, and Texas) were interviewed during I960 and 
1961. Findings reported were that scciceconcmic status was 
positively related to race and educational level and 
negatively related to size of family. No measure cf 
attitudes was highly associated with scciceconcmic level. 
( 11 ) 
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Preface 



'I'liis bulletin is one of a series of regional publications stemming 
from .Southern Regional Research Project S-14, “The Adjustment 
Potential of Families and individuals in Low-Income Rural Areas 
of the South." The central focus of the project was adjustment defined 
in terms of social as well as economic criteria and taking into account 
the interests of the individual and the family, as well as those of the 
society of which they are a part. 

One of the purposes of the S-44 Project was to supplement local- 
ized descriptions with more general data on the situation of families 
in low-income areas (rural) and the attitudes of these families. The 
concern of this bulletin is with levels of living and its relation to 
various attitudes and characteristics of the home and household mem- 
bers. Other bulletins in the series are listed below. 

The S-44 Regional Project, approved in 1958, involved contribut- 
ing projects from the Agricultural Experiment Stations of Alabama, 
Florida, Kentucky, Louisiana! Mississippi, North Carolina, Tennessee 
and Texas, and from the Economic Research Service of the IJ.S. 
Department of Agriculture. Most of the data were obtained through 
personal interviews of homemakers and heads of a self-weighting 
sample of open-country households drawn to be representative of 
low-income counties within the cooperating states (except Florida) . 
These data were obtained using a common interview schedule of 
questions, and the coded data were punched into IBM cards by the 
stales, using a standard regional code. A complete set of cards for 
all regional data was supplied to each participating state, thereby 
permitting regional analyses. This bulletin is a report of part of the 
regional analysis. 



Other bulletins in this scries include: 
Titles 



Southern Regional 
Bulletin Number 



Occupations and Low-Income Rural People 90 

Scaling Social Data, A Comparison of Scales 

Developed Using Various Techniques 108 

Joint Decision-Making Patterns and Related 

Factors Among Low-Income Rural Families 109 

Subregional Variability of Adjustment Factors 

of Rural Families in the South 111 

The Labor Force Characteristics of Women in 

Low-Income Rural Areas of the South 11G 
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FACTORS RELATED TO LEVELS OF LIVING 

Of Rural Households in Low-income Areai 

Of the South 



Bardin H Nelson, John R. Christiansen 
and Sherman K, Fitzgerald* 



Social changes are occurring in American agriculture at an 
unprecedented rate. These changes— which have to do with differences 
in relationships among people-are having marked effects not only 
on agriculture but on the entire nation. The changes or their effects 
are particularly noticeable in the South. 



Increasing complexity and differentiation of relationships in- 
volving agriculture can be seen by noting shifts in significant reference 
groups for the total economy of the region. In the early South, the 
isolated farmer tended to be self-sufficient and was thus limited in 
his relationships, primarily to members of his own family. The focus 
of relationships gradually shifted toward neighborhoods and com- 
munities. After ward and county levels became a major focal point, 
legal norms evolved as significant pattern-lot ming processes. Counties 
were eventually supplanted in importance by districts and districts 
in turn by stales. The era of Huey P. Long of Louisiana brought 
state activity into sharp focus. Howard Odum later helped establish 
awareness of an era of tegionalism. World War II ushered in tb« 
Nation as the primary focal point. From 1950 to the present, the 
emphasis has gradually become more international. Higher and more 
complex goals involved more complex patterns of relationships. 

With these changes came technological progress and scientific 
developments which provided the United States with an almost un- 
believable agricultural abundance. In 1900 one farm worker fed 
seven people. By 1950 one farmer with the aid of science and tech- 
nology fed between 15 and 10 people. By 1908 with the aid and 
knowledge of thousands of scientists, suppliers and processors, one 



•Respectively, professor, former visiting professor and former associate professor, 
Department of Agricultural Economics and Sociology, Texas A&M University. 
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farm worker supported about 42 people. As a consequence, the farm 
population had declined to J2 million persons by 1965. This number 
represented only 6 percent of the total population. 1 While numbers 
of farms and farm people were declining, the average size of farms 
and productivity per acre continued to increase. 

A dramatic increase in production efficiency did not occur on 
all farms, however. It is apparent that, many farm people today are 
either unable or unwilling to make the changes and adjustments 
necessary to provide themselves with a level of living in keeping with 
recognized American values. The traditional cultural system within 
which agriculture in the South operated was characterized by values 
associated with subsistence or family type operations. As modern 
agriculture developed, new values emerged, and capital and manage- 
ment replaced land and labor as key determinants in the success or 
failure of a farming operation. Old patterns of activity became 
dysfunctional. As Merton states: "Ac tions based upon training and 
skills which have been successfully applied in the past may result in 
inappropriate responses under changed conditions." 2 



As this shift from a small family farm to a commercial ideology 
continued, people in the South adjusted by migration, part-time farm- 
ing, weekend farm residence coupled with urban employment and 
by a new emphasis cm industrialization. But in many areas these 
adjustments did not pioceed rapidly enough to prevent dysfunctional 
relationships. Hence, these areas came to he referred to as problem 
areas, meaning specifically low-income areas. One of these areas in- 
cludes the greater part of East Texas. 



Varied explanations have been given for the failure of so many 
American farmers to become efficient producers. Among these are 
explanations that many farmers are incapacitated for work through 
physical disability or through old age. 2 Another explanation is lack 
of knowledge necessary to make a successful change. Moreover, lack 
of capital for productive investments serves as a further limiting 
factor. Recently, discussion and studies have been directed toward 
motivational factors in attempts to account for the relatively low 
levels of living maintained by a substantial portion of rural dwellers. 
After studying lit) heads of households in rural Van Buren County, 
Arkansas, Folkman concluded that low-income, rural-oriented people 
did not seem to place a high priority on changing their way of life 
in order to enhance their economic position. They placed consider- 



1. Alvin I.. Bertrand, "Rural Communities Under Confrontation by Mass Society," 
The World Population Explosion and Its Implications for Agriculture and 
the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, April, 19GG), p. 83. 

2. Robert Iv. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (Glencoe, Illinois: The 
Free Press, 1957), p. 198. 

9. John H. Southern and W. E. Hendrix, Incomes of Rural Families in Northeast 
Texas , Texas Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin 9*10 (College Station: 
Texas A&M University, 1959), pp. 14-17. 
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